
8 Tools For Toddler Discipline 
It can be a trying time while trying to implement toddler discipline.  Teaching right from wrong at 
such a young age is difficult, but essential.  I have eight tools to help you through this process. 
1. Guide little hands 

Exploring hands are always looking for things to handle, so give the young explorer word 
associations to help him sort out what he may touch. Try “yes touch” for safe things; “no touch” 
for objects off-limits; and “soft touch” for faces and animals. To tame the impulsive grabber, try 
encouraging “the one finger touch.” other words (e.g., hot touch, owie touch) will come to mind as 
you discover the world of touch together. 

2. Respect little grabbers 

Your toddler has a jar of olives, and you have visions that there will soon be a mess to clean up. 
You hastily snatch the jar from her clutches, and within a millisecond you have set off a protest 
tantrum. You’ve saved yourself a mess to clean up on the floor, but now you have an emotional 
mess to care for. 

There is a better way. For a young toddler, make eye contact and divert her attention to 
something else she’d like. For an older toddler, tell her you’ll help her open the jar so she can 
have an olive, and point to where you want her to put it. This is simply an exercise in politeness 
and respect, an “adult-in- charge” approach. Children need adults to communicate and model the 
behavior adults expect. 

3. Get behind the eyes of your toddler 

Kids do annoying things – not maliciously, but because they don’t think like adults. You are likely 
to have a miserable day if you let every kid-created mess bother you. As you enter the kitchen, 
you see your two-year-old at the sink splashing water all over the floor. You could sink into a 
“poor me mindset: “oh, no! Now I have to clean up the mess. Why does she do this to me?” 
Here’s a healthier choice. Instead of first considering your own inconvenience, immediately click 
into your child’s viewpoint: “This is fun. Look at all the different things you can do with dishes and 
water.” Remember that what she is doing is developmentally appropriate. She’s exploring and 
learning. Also realize that because two-year-olds get so engrossed in their activity, she is likely to 
throw a tantrum if you try to remove her. If you wait a few minutes, she’ll go on to something else; 
and, besides, water cleans up easily anyway; no big deal. She won’t do this anymore when she’s 
six. You’ll find yourself smiling. Getting out of yourself and into your child saves mental strain. 
You don’t have to clean up the mess in your mind along with the water on the floor. 

4. Distract and divert 

Your one-year- old is toddling toward the lamp cord. Instead of scooping him up and risking a 
protest tantrum, first get his attention by calling his name or some other cue word that you have 
learned will stop him in his tracks long enough to distract him. Then, quickly divert him toward a 
safer alternative. For example, when Lauren was younger, as soon as she would head for 
mischief we’d call out “Lauren!” Hearing her name took her by surprise and caused her to 
momentarily forget her objective. once we had her attention, we’d quickly redirect her interests 
before she’d invested a lot of emotional energy into her original plan. 

 
 



5. Offer redirectors 

A baby’s mind is filled with hundreds of word associations. one pattern of association we noted in 
Matthew’s developmental diary was that when I would say “go” to sixteen-month- old Matthew he 
would get the babysling and run to the door. When we saw Matthew headed for major mischief 
we’d say “go.” This cue was enough to motivate his mind and body to change direction. We filed 
away a list of cue words to use as “redirectors” (“ball,” “cat,” “go,” and so on). 

6. Set Limits 

Much of your discipline depends upon your ability to set limits. Humans need limits, and the 
younger the child the more defined should be the limits. Boundaries provide security for the child 
whose adventurous spirit leads him to explore, but his inexperience may lead him astray. 
Consider the classic experiment: After a schoolyard fence was removed, the children, who 
previously roamed free all over the yard, huddled toward the center of the grounds, reluctant to 
explore the formerly fenced-in corners. Limits do not really restrict a child but rather protect the 
curious explorer and his environment, freeing him up to function better within those confines. For 
example, your toddler doesn’t want to hold your hand as you cross a street or parking lot 
together. You firmly set a limit: street or parking lot crossing is only done while holding hands. 
There is no option. We worked hard to achieve the right balance between freedom and 
constraints for our toddlers. It was not easy. We wanted them to learn about their environment 
and about themselves, but not at the expense of harming themselves or others. They liked having 
rules and knowing how to apply them. When a rule needed applying they would often recite the 
rule to us just to hear it and see if it still applied. 

Limit-setting teaches a valuable lesson for life: the world is full of yeses and nos. You decide what 
behavior you cannot allow and stick to that limit. This will be different for each family and each 
stage of development. Setting limits introduces a new level of frustration, which every child must 
experience on the homefront before he is hit with it in the world outside the door. You decide you 
don’t want your toddler to throw trash around, so you keep the lid on the trash can closed. You 
keep the door to the pantry closed because you don’t want the shelves mindlessly emptied. You 
make him stop pulling the dog’s fur and teach him to pat nicely. Scissors and sharp knives are 
off-limits. You learn to keep them out of reach, and you firmly “distract and substitute” when the 
inevitable happens. Setting limits helps the whole family. The toddler needs to learn how to share 
the house with the whole family and parents need to be realistic about their tolerances. As one 
mother put it, “I know her limits—and mine.” 

Some parents fail to set limits because they can’t stand to see their baby frustrated. Healthy 
doses of frustration help a baby have just the right amount of resistance to keep him reaching for 
his fullest potential. No frustration, no growth. All frustration, no life. Be sure you model the 
healthy way to handle frustration. Adults have limits, too. If you know how to deal with your limits, 
you’ll know how to provide limits for your baby. 

Toddlers want someone to set limits. Without limits the world is too scary for them. They 
intuitively know they need the security that limits bring. When they test the limits they are asking 
you to show them how dependable you and your limits are. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



7. Take Charge 

As each of our babies graduated into toddlerhood, we had to examine our roles as authority 
figures. We wanted to clearly be in charge of our toddlers so that they would feel safe and secure 
with someone standing between them and the dangers of the big world, with a place to go for 
help. We didn’t want to control them like puppets so that we could feel powerful. And contrary to 
the opinion of some theorists, we did not believe that our toddlers wanted to control us. It was 
themselves that they wanted to learn to control. We helped them in two ways. First, by letting 
them know by our tone of voice and our actions that we are mature adults. Secondly, by being 
available as a safe and secure homebase they can leave and return to at will for comfort and 
reassurance. In this way, we could help them develop their own inner controls. 

We gave our toddlers chances to mess up. They learned from their parent- supported failures. 
When Stephen insisted on having juice in an open cup with no help from Martha, she let him try it, 
and he spilled it all over himself. The cold juice running down his body startled him. For the next 
sip he was willing to be less impulsive; he listened closely to Martha’s advice to tip the cup 
“slowly.” Because of the mutual trust and sensitivity that we developed during the first year, it was 
easier for our toddlers to respect us as authority figures. We were able to convey to them what 
behavior we expected, and their actions often showed that they wanted to please themselves by 
pleasing us. 

Once we reached that level of discipline, we felt tremendous job satisfaction. This is really what 
discipline is all about. It is not what we are doing to our children, it is what we are doing for and 
with them, and what they are doing for themselves. 

8. Provide structure 

When your child reaches one year of age, another title is added to the parenting job description: 
architect of your child’s environment. By taking on this job you steer the child’s energies toward 
enjoyable learning experiences and away from harm. You create structure, which does not mean 
being inflexible, repressive, or domineering. on the contrary, what we mean by “structure” is 
setting the conditions that encourage desirable behavior to happen. Structure protects and 
redirects. You free the child to be a child and provide the opportunity to grow and mature. 
Structure creates a positive environment for the child. By a bit of preplanning you remove most of 
the “no’s” so that a generally “yes” environment prevails. 

Structure changes as the child grows. At all developmental levels restructuring the child’s 
environment is one of your most valuable discipline strategies. When your infant reaches the 
grabby stage, you are careful to set your coffee cup out of his reach. When your toddler discovers 
the toilet, you start keeping the lid latched or the bathroom door closed. The preschooler who 
fights going to sleep at night gets a relaxing bedtime routine. The nine-year- old struggling to 
keep up with her homework gets a quiet, enticing place to work in, as well as firm restrictions on 
school-night television. Structure sets the stage for desirable behaviors to override undesirable 
ones. 
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A toddler acting out is not shameful, nor is it behavior that needs punishing. It’s a 
cry for attention, a shout-out for sleep, or a call to action for firmer, more 
consistent limits. It is the push-pull of your toddler testing his burgeoning 
independence. He has the overwhelming impulse to step out of bounds, while 
also desperately needing to know he is securely reined in. There is no question 
that children need discipline. As infant expert Magda Gerber said, “Lack of 
discipline is not kindness, it is neglect.”  

The key to healthy and effective discipline is our attitude. Toddlerhood is the 
perfect time to hone parenting skills that will provide the honest, direct, and 
compassionate leadership our children will depend on for years to come. 

Here are some guidelines:  

1) Begin with a predictable environment and realistic expectations.  A 
predictable, daily routine enables a baby to anticipate what is expected of him. 
That is the beginning of discipline. Home is the ideal place for infants and 
toddlers to spend the majority of their day. Of course, we must take them with us 
to do errands sometimes, but we cannot expect a toddler’s best behavior at 
dinner parties, long afternoons at the mall, or when his days are loaded with 
scheduled activities.   



2) Don’t be afraid, or take misbehavior personally. When toddlers act out in 
my classes, the parents often worry that their child might be a brat, a bully, an 
aggressive kid.  When parents project those fears, it can cause the child to 
internalize the negative personas, or at least pick up on the parent’s tension, 
which often exacerbates the misbehavior. Instead of labeling a child’s action, 
learn to nip the behavior in the bud by disallowing it nonchalantly. If your child 
throws a ball at your face, try not to get annoyed. He doesn’t do it because he 
dislikes you, and he’s not a bad child. He is asking you (toddler-style) for the 
limits that he needs and may not be getting. 

3) Respond in the moment, calmly, like a CEO.  Finding the right tone for 
setting limits can take a bit of practice. Lately, I’ve been a encouraging parent 
that struggle with this to imagine they are a successful CEO and that their toddler 
is a respected underling. The CEO corrects the errors of others with confident, 
commanding efficiency. She doesn’t use an unsure, questioning tone, get angry 
or emotional. Our child needs to feel that we are not nervous about his behavior, 
or ambivalent about establishing rules. He finds comfort when we are effortlessly 
in charge. 

Lectures, emotional reactions, scolding and punishments do not give our toddler 
the clarity he needs, and can create guilt and shame.  A simple, matter-of-fact “I 
won’t let you do that. If you throw that again I will need to take it away” while 
blocking the behavior with our hands is the best response. But react immediately. 
Once the moment has passed, it is too late. Wait for the next one! 

4) Speak in first person. Parents often get in the habit of calling themselves 
“mommy” or “daddy”. Toddlerhood is the time to change over into first person for 
the most honest, direct communication possible. Toddlers test boundaries to 
clarify the rules. When I say “Mommy doesn’t want Emma to hit the dog”, I’m not 
giving my child the direct (‘you’ and ‘me’) interaction she needs.  

5) No time out!! I always think of infant expert Magda Gerber asking in her 
grandmotherly Hungarian accent, “Time out of what? Time out of life?” Magda 
was a believer in straightforward, honest language between a parent and child. 
She didn’t believe in gimmicks like ‘time-out’ , especially to control a child’s 
behavior or punish him. If a child misbehaves in a public situation, the child is 
usually indicating he’s tired, losing control and needs to leave.  Carrying a child 
to the car to go home, even if he kicks and screams, is the respectful way to 
handle the issue. Sometimes a child has a tantrum at home and needs to be 
taken to his room to flail and cry in our presence until he regains self-control. 
These are not punishments, but caring responses. 

6) Consequences. A toddler learns discipline best when he experiences natural 
consequences for his behavior, rather than a disconnected punishment like time-
out. If a child throws food, mealtime is over. If a child refuses to get dressed, we 
don’t go to the park today. These parental responses appeal to a child’s sense of 



fairness. The child may still react negatively to the consequence, but he does not 
feel manipulated or shamed.  

7) Don’t discipline a child for crying. Children need rules for behavior, but their 
emotional responses to the limits we set (or to anything else for that matter) 
should be allowed, even encouraged. Toddlerhood can be a time of intense, 
conflicting feelings.  Children may need to express anger, frustration, confusion, 
exhaustion and disappointment, especially if they don’t get what they want 
because we’ve set a limit. A child needs the freedom to safely express his 
feelings without our judgment.  He may need a pillow to punch — give him one. 

8) Unconditional love. Withdrawing our affection as a form of discipline teaches 
a child that our love and support turns on a dime, evaporating because of his 
momentary misbehavior. How can that foster a sense of security? Alfie Kohn’s 
New York Times article, “When A Parent’s ‘I Love You’ Means ‘Do As I Say’,” 
explores the damage this kind of “conditional parenting” (recommended by 
experts like talk show host Phil McGraw and Jo Frost of “Supernanny”) causes, 
as the child grows to resent, distrust and dislike his parents, feel guilt, shame, 
and a lack of self-worth. 

9) Spanking – NEVER. Most damaging of all to a relationship of trust are 
spankings.  And spanking is a predictor of violent behavior.  Time Magazine 
article, “The Long-Term Effects of Spanking“, by Alice Park, reports findings from 
a recent study: “the strongest evidence yet that children’s short-term response to 
spanking may make them act out more in the long run.  Of the nearly 2,500 
youngsters in the study, those who were spanked more frequently at age 3 were 
much more likely to be aggressive by age 5.” 

Purposely inflicting pain on a child cannot be done with love. Sadly however, the 
child often learns to associate the two. 

Loving our child does not mean keeping him happy all the time and avoiding 
power struggles. Often it is doing what feels hardest for us to do…saying “No” 
and meaning it. 

Our children deserve our direct, honest responses so they can internalize ‘right’ 
and ‘wrong’, and develop the authentic self-discipline needed to respect and be 
respected by others. As Magda Gerber wrote in Dear Parent – Caring For Infants 
With Respect, “The goal is inner-discipline, self-confidence and joy in the act of 
cooperation.” 

(For additional guidance, I highly recommend 1, 2, 3, The Toddler Years, a user-
friendly handbook filled with practical suggestions for handling difficult situations, 
and my new book: Elevating Child Care – A Guide To Respectful Parenting!) 

 


